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Time to Grow Up: The Rise and Fall of Spring
Break in Fort Lauderdale
by J arnes Schiltz
very year millions of American college students embark
upon their spring break odysseys south to enjoy a break from
classes and inclement weather. Contrary to the degenerative
nature of today's spring breaks, the genesis of the custom was
rather innocent. In 1934, before the ubiquity of collegiate indoor
swimming pools, Colgate University's swimming coach Sam Ingram
became concerned that the harsh winters of upstate New York were
inhibiting his team's strength and conditioning. At the suggestion
of a swimmer's father who hailed from South Florida, Ingram and
his team traveled to Fort Lauderdale to train at the Las Olas Casino
Pool. As the community eagerly welcomed his swimmers, Ingram
reasoned that Fort Lauderdale was an ideal location to hold a
competition that could display talent and allow proper winter
conditioning for his and other swim teams. 1
With the aid of Fort Lauderdale Chamber of Commerce
Secretary August Burghard, Ingram established the Collegiate
Aquatic Forum in 1935. Held over that year's winter break at
the Las Olas Casino Pool, the event attracted over two hundred
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competitors from several northern colleges. 2 Still reeling from the
combined effect of the recent Florida land boom collapse and a
devastating hurricane that struck during the late 1920s, city officials
shrewdly recognized the event's financial potential and decided
to make the forum an annual competition. 3 By 1940, nearly six
hundred coaches and competitors representing approximately
one hundred colleges traveled to Fort Lauderdale to compete in
the forum. 4
Establishing the Collegiate Aquatic Forum, while important
for the city in its own right, also fostered the beginnings of the
spring break phenomenon in Fort Lauderdale. With swimmers
enjoying their annual trips to the city, American college students
began taking notice of Fort Lauderdale. Word spread quickly
across college campuses that Fort Lauderdale was a great warmweather destination to escape cold winters and enjoy academic
breaks. August Burghard, influential figure in the establishment of
the Collegiate Aquatic Forum, described this development:
Collegians who attended [the forum] had returned to
their schools and spread the word of the wonders of Fort
Lauderdale. College students were given spring vacations
at a time when long and dreary northern winters still had
muddy tail ends of cold to go through. They listened to
their fellows on the swimming teams and started "Fort
Lauderdale plans" for the spring recess. At the start they
came to Fort Lauderdale in driblets, then by scores, and
soon by hundreds. 5
Aided by the GI Bill's democratization of higher education and
the dramatic emergence of American youth culture in the 1950s,
collegians began invading Fort Lauderdale each spring after World
War II and the modern spring bacchanalia was born. 6
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While the tradition steadily gained notoriety among collegians
for the next few decades, the 1960 release of the hit film Where the
Boys Are truly established spring break in Fort Lauderdale as an
American cultural institution. For the next quarter century, Fort
Lauderdale remained the unquestioned spring break capital of the
United States. As students made their annual pilgrimages to the
city thereafter, residents developed an uneasy relationship with the
tradition. Although spring break served as a major contributor to
Fort Lauderdale's remarkable growth during the latter half of the
twentieth century, many citizens grew concerned with the students'
outlandish behavior, the ill repute it gave Fort Lauderdale, and the
detrimental physical impact the carousing had on the city itself. By
1985, with 350,000 collegians migrating to the city and spending
an estimated $120 million, spring break in Fort Lauderdale had
reached unprecedented heights. Along with these record numbers,
however, also came increased drunkenness, debauchery, and death
that ultimately destroyed the fragile relationship between the town
and the students. In the end, despite spring break's prominent role
in Fort Lauderdale's history and economy, the unruly mobs of the
1980s triggered a backlash among local residents that brought about
the unthinkable rapid demise of the tradition in the city by the end
of the decade.

"We don't come down here for planned entertainment"
Recognizing the growing desire among American college
students to engage in spring frivolity in the years after the
Second World War, Fort Lauderdale moved to capitalize on the
city's emerging reputation as a spring break haven. In 1953, city
leaders mailed invitations to over five hundred college campuses
encouraging students to enjoy spring vacation in Fort Lauderdale.
As an estimated fifteen thousand collegians journeyed to Fort
Lauderdale that spring, the city seemed on the cusp of becoming a
commercial juggernaut. 7
Although the city's marketing campaign was a public relations
and financial success, the local populace became alarmed over
the students' antics during spring break 1953. Fueled by a toxic
amalgamation of cheap alcohol and immaturity, collegians
vandalized property and terrorized the city. Students tossed dead
fish into hotel swimming pools, hurled coconu.ts through car
7
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windows, streaked through the streets of Fort Lauderdale, and even
hijacked a city bus. 8 The collegians' indecent behavior along the
city's beach also dismayed some residents of the city. One resident
was shocked to have witnessed "lewd sex and liquor parties" among
youths who "showered like ancient Romans under facilities provided
for bathers. " 9 Perhaps most disturbing, in the early hours of Easter
Sunday morning a collegian's car careened off Ocean Boulevard,
striking and killing two students strolling along the beach. 10
In response to residents' distress, city officials attempted to
curb unruliness during spring break 1954. The mayor's office, for
example, attached notices to campus invitations warning students
to behave while on spring break. Hoping to keep students busy
and out of trouble, the city also organized a reception committee
that sponsored various recreational activities such as block dances,
cookouts, and tugs-of-war. 11 Despite these efforts, collegians proved
unresponsive. When Fort Lauderdale organized a dance for spring
break 1954, only seventy-five students participated and the band
was playing to an empty room by 11 :00 PM. As one disenchanted
student remarked, "We have dances at home. We don't come
down here for planned entertainment." 12 Largely uninterested in
organized activities, students once again focused on drinking and
sophomoric hijinks during subsequent spring breaks.
As the decade unfolded and spring break attendance increased,
collegiate delinquency fostered further consternation among
residents. While Fort Lauderdale had primarily dealt with a few
prank-happy individuals, the city faced its first serious disturbance
in 1959 when Porky's Hideaway ominously offered unlimited beer
to students for $1.50. The establishment exhausted its beer supply
before the first hour was over, and drunken collegians vented their
frustrations by destroying the bar's furnishings and tossing them
into a nearby pond. 13 Requiring police intervention to quell the
8
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rnelee, "Porky's riot" was emblematic of the spring break culture
of heavy drinking that posed a worsening problem for the city in
future years.
Such episodes as "Porky's riot" also showed the mixed blessing
that spring break posed for the community during the 1950s.
Although considerable outcry accompanied the outrageous
behavior of students-with some tormented hoteliers even asking
officials to ban collegians-residents could not deny the financial
potential and national recognition the tradition brought their
city. 14 Whereas national publications generally mentioned Fort
Lauderdale only in relation to Miami and South Florida, hosting
spring break gave Fort Lauderdale its first widespread exposure.
For example, after an estimated nineteen thousand students
reveled in Fort Lauderdale over spring break 1954, Holiday Magazine
christened the city as "the greatest college town in the country." 15

"This is where the boys are"
Though the 1950s certainly brought notoriety to spring break
in Fort Lauderdale, a few events at the turn of the decadebeginning with the publication of an article in the April 13,
1959 issue of Time Magazine--cemented the city's reputation as
America's indisputable spring break mecca. Entitled "Beer on
the Beach," Time's story depicted the annual phenomenon as an
invasion of moderately behaved college students who dressed in
Bermuda shorts and bikinis and spent their days and nights "beach
boozing." While the article afforded Fort Lauderdale national
attention, an innocent quote to conclude the story proved to be
the most fateful for the city's future. Asked why she made the trip
to Fort Lauderdale for spring break, an anonymous coed replied,
"This is where the boys are." 16
In time, this innocent quote served as the inspiration for college
professor Glendon Swarthout to pen a best-selling book about
spring break in Fort Lauderdale. Appropriately titled Where the Boys
Are, Swarthout's 1960 novel tells the story of four female collegians'
adventurous search for romance and excitement while on spring
· vacation in Fort Lauderdale. Shortly thereafter, Metro-GoldwynMayer purchased the rights to Swarthout's novel and quickly
set out to produce the movie. Filmed on location and featuring
14
15
16
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local youngsters as extras, "Where the Boys Are depicted many spots
frequented by spring breakers including the Marlin Beach Hotel,
the beachfront bar Elbo Room, and, of course, the beach. The film
also captured the incredible bustle and excitement of "the strip,"
the mile-and-a-half stretch of Highway AlA that separated the bars,
restaurants, and hotels from the beach. 17
The movie inspired a nationwide craze among college students
for spring break and Fort Lauderdale profited from the publicity.
Accompanied by the hit eponymous title track performed by costar
Connie Francis, "Where the Boys Are was a smash box-office success
following its release in December 1960. Only three months after
the film's premiere, an unprecedented fifty thousand students
migrated to Fort Lauderdale for spring break. 18 Bringing their
wallets and healthy appetites for hedonistic consumption, collegians
spent an estimated three million dollars during their brief six-week
stay. 19 Hence, an anonymous girl's quote truly institutionalized
spring break as an American rite of passage and the city of Fort
Lauderdale became synonymous with the tradition. 20
At the same time "Where the Boys Are brought national attention
and increased business to Fort Lauderdale, the sudden upsurge
in spring break visitors and student misbehavior further strained
civic patience. One infamous event that drew considerable public
condemnation and typified citizens' concerns occurred on "the
strip" during spring break 1961. Barred from drinking on the
beach within city limits, spring breakers for years had instead gone
to nearby Jade Beach. When the sheriff's office closed the private
beach, thousands of incensed students amassed along "the strip" on
the evening of March 28, 1961 to protest the city's drinking ban. As
a growing mob disrupted traffic and a riot loomed on the horizon,
Minnesota State Teachers College student George Dalluge climbed
the traffic light at the corner of Los Olas Boulevard and Atlantic
Boulevard. 21 Hanging upside down, Dalluge broke into a drunken
rendition of "The Star-Spangled Banner" and encouraged students
below to demand that the city allow alcohol in the streets. After
17
18
19
20
21
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Photo of the 1961 riot/ Dalluge incident that appeared in Life magazine. Image
courtesy of the Fort Lauderdale History Center.

nearly 3 hours and 225 arrests, police were finally able to restore
order and coax Dalluge from his perch. 22 When the chaotic spring
break of 1961 finally ended, police had arrested five hundred
students, including Dalluge, over three nights of disturbances. 23
Embodying and amplifying local reservations about hosting
spring break, the Dalluge incident divided the community over
how to cope with the annual influx. Frustrated by the students'
destructive behavior and consequent overcrowding along the beach
and Highway AlA, some residents urged city officials to break with
the tradition, arguing that the bedlam diminished their quality of
. life every spring and threatened to fuel the dilapidation of their
city. Moreover, upon discovering photos of the Dalluge incident in
22
23
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Life Magazine, many members of the populace feared that spring
break might give Fort Lauderdale a negative image that would
inhibit the city's ability to attract older tourists, new residents, and
development. 24 Other residents opposed such drastic measures,
contending that press reports, despite exaggerating the extent of
the 1961 unrest, did more good than harm for the city's image.
More importantly, they hoped spring break would provide a crucial
boost to Fort Lauderdale's continuing growth. 25 As Forrest Crane,
Fort Lauderdale's publicity director, reasoned in 1960, "We feel
these kids are the future adult visitors to Fort Lauderdale. They
are not only a potential tourist crowd but also a source of possibly
future residents." 26
In the end, with most officials believing that a reliable six to
eight weeks of peak business was better than the irregular crowds
of other competing resorts and therefore worth the difficulties, the
event's financial promise convinced the city to continue courting
collegians for the ensuing spring break. 27 As had been the case in
the past-and repeatedly so in the future-community leaders
attempted to curb the yearly disorder with organized entertainment
and activities to keep students out of trouble. 28 While such efforts
may have temporarily assuaged outraged residents, persistent
collegiate misbehavior thereafter created a seemingly annual
discussion as to whether each year's crowd had gone too far. Thus,
when the city welcomed collegians back for spring break 1962, this
situation gave birth to a tense love-hate relationship between Fort
Lauderdale and spring break that persisted for the next quarter
century. Although residents certainly enjoyed spring break revenue
and hoped the tradition would continue the city's recent growth
and development, after the turbulence of 1961 many citizens
began questioning at what moment the cost of hosting the event
would finally outweigh its benefits. 29
24

25
26
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28
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As the 1960s came to a close, residents' relations with spring
break became more tense and complex. With spring break
turnout swelling year after year, a vocal segment of the local
populace became more boisterous in its opposition to hosting the
tradition. 30 The city's remarkable growth and its correlation with
the expansion of spring break, however, also made it increasingly
difficult for Fort Lauderdale to downplay the event. From 1960 to
1970, Fort Lauderdale's population grew 66.9% to nearly 140,000
compared with an increase of 49.3% among other Florida cities
during the same period. 31 Although numerous factors contributed
to this boom, hosting spring break was instrumental in carving
Fort Lauderdale's niche in the state's emerging tourism industry
and attracting development and investment to the city. During the
1960s, for instance, Fort Lauderdale placed second among Florida
cities in construction of new motel rooms. 32 As students annually
poured millions of dollars into the local economy, spring break,
in many ways, helped put Fort Lauderdale on the map and ensure
its vitality in the face of competition from other Florida vacation
destinations.
"Paradise Lost"

In the years after the release of "Where the Boys Are, Fort
Lauderdale formed a delicate relationship with its duties as spring
break host. Most residents and community officials in favor of
continuing the tradition were willing to accept-or reluctantly
tolerate-the mayhem only because of the publicity, revenue,
and development it brought their city. With changes in Florida's
tourism industry and the community that took place during the
ensuing decade, however, spring break gradually ceased to provide
the expected benefits and, instead, fostered the tragic dilapidation
of its beachfront and besmirched the city's reputation for a
generation.
Opening its doors on October 1, 1971, Walt Disney World
was truly the first of its kind. Never before had the United States
·30
31

32
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seen an attraction that had the ability to draw huge numbers of
domestic and international tourists consistently year after year.
Built on forty-three square miles of land twenty miles south of
downtown Orlando, the original tract was roughly twice the size
of Manhattan. 33 As other attractions paled in comparison to the
massive size and scope of Orlando's shrine to consumerism, Walt
Disney World overshadowed and overwhelmed its competition and
quickly redefined tourists' expectations. 34 Drawing an astonishing
eleven million visitors by the end of its first year, Walt Disney World
eventually overtook the Eiffel Tower as the world's most popular
tourist attraction only a decade later, with Orlando as the number
one vacation destination. 35
To the chagrin of Fort Lauderdale civic and business officials,
Walt Disney World's popularity shifted the focus of the state's
tourism away from South Florida to Orlando and Central Florida.
In the first month after Walt Disney World's opening, for example,
an estimated 10.8 percent of all visitors to Florida headed to the
Orlando area-up from 3. 7 percent the previous year-while
travel to Dade County dropped from 10 to 7. 7 percent during the
same time. 36 Discouraged by the behemoth to the north, South
Florida hoteliers soon complained of a virtual wall that surrounded
Central Florida and prevented tourists from traveling farther
south. 37 Although Walt Disney World undoubtedly produced many
pull factors for this emerging trend, concurrent developments
in Fort Lauderdale during the 1970s also helped alienate and
push tourists-not to mention business development and new
residents-away.
Diverging from the rapid ascension of Orlando and Central
Florida, Fort Lauderdale was a community very much on the
decline during the 1970s. 38 The tremendous growth the city had
consistently experienced since its inception-its population had
increased over sixty-five percent each decade from 1910 through
33
34
35

36
37
38
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Ibid., 130.
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Commerce, 1984), 11-12.
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1970-finally stagnated, nearly coming to a complete halt. By the
end of the 1970s, Fort Lauderdale's population had only grown
ten percent over the previous decade. 39 With the city nearly eightyfive percent developed and new residents and businesses moving
into the suburbs to take advantage of land and housing unavailable
within city limits, several neighborhoods in Fort Lauderdale
suffered from neglect and began to deteriorate. 40
The most obvious victim of this downward trend in Fort
Lauderdale was its beach. While the adjacent "strip" had been home
to an assortment of retail shops, restaurants, and taverns since
the late 1940s, spring break began taking over the district during
the 1970s. As the city continued drawing collegians, numerous
businesses that catered almost exclusively to spring break crowds
replaced more respectable establishments. In addition to a variety
of tacky t-shirt and souvenir shops, a number of tawdry beachfront
bars that would soon gain infamy opened.41 With the opening of
the Button in 1970, the Candy Store in 1977, and Penrod's in 1979,
countless seedy taverns lined Fort Lauderdale's beach by the end
of the decade. 42
Decaying hotels and motels along "the strip" also added to the
general dereliction of the beach area. By the 1970s, many of the
city's lodgings, which had once been some of the most charming
establishments in the state, had begun to deteriorate. As national
chains amplified their involvement in Florida's hotel industry after
Walt Disney World's opening, several Fort Lauderdale beachside
hotels and motels-the majority of which were small, mom-andpop operations-faced difficulty in keeping up with their rivals'
modest rates, luxury extras, and national marketing capabilities. 43
Furthermore, as collegians had made the destruction and vandalism
of their rooms a yearly tradition, some hoteliers, anticipating similar

39

40
41

42

43

United State Census Bureau 1980, "Florida," under "Number of Inhabitants."
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damage annually, simply stopped making major repairs. 44 Thus,
by the end of the 1970s, most of the city's beachside hotels and
motels had become comparatively aged, rundown, and generally
uninviting. 45
"The strip's" decline was ultimately part of a negative image
problem that hampered South Florida in general during the late
1970s and early 1980s. With nearly seventy percent of all marijuana
and cocaine imported into the United States passing through the
region and Miami owning the nation's highest homicide rate,
South Florida had become both the murder and drug smuggling
capital of the United States. The problem was so dismal that in
November 1981 Time Magazine ran a cover story titled "South
Florida: Paradise Lost" analyzing the area's numerous problems and
speculating about the hopelessness of the situation. 46 For its part,
Fort Lauderdale's "strip" was a major contributor to the region's
difficulties. Drawn to the area's many cheap motels, dingy bars, and
notoriety as a youthful haven, a sea of vagrants, prostitutes, teenage
runaways, and drug dealers gradually inhabited Fort Lauderdale's
beach during the 1970s.47 While the FBI listed Miami as the most
crime-ridden city in the United States in 1980, Fort Lauderdale was
not far behind at eighth place. 48

"Thank God for the Kids"
At the same time Mickey Mouse had begun his reign in
Central Florida, Fort Lauderdale's main tourist attraction was
rapidly descending into moral excess and decay. Fostered by the
consequences of hosting the annual collegiate assault, the city's
beachfront had become a tragic contradiction by the end of the
1970s, with miles of beautiful, unblemished ocean on one side of
Highway AIA facing the overwhelming tastelessness of "the strip"
on the other. With the yearly chaos of spring break, a corroding
beachfront, continuing bad press for the region, and absence of a
major tourist attraction akin to Walt Disney World, Fort Lauderdale
44
45
46
47

48
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quickly fell behind its competitors, ultimately losing major business
to Central Florida and creating an unhealthy dependence on the
spring break economy.
After a period of stagnant attendance, spring break in Fort
Lauderdale rebounded spectacularly, reaching unprecedented
heights by the early 1980s. As American collegians during the late
1960s and early 1970s busied themselves with various causes, their
countercultural ethos temporarily dampened enthusiasm for the
superficial debauchery of spring break. With an end to the Vietnam
War and a decline in student activism by the mid-1970s, however,
students once again sought lighthearted fun instead of political
reform. As one collegian on spring break in 1976 remarked,
"We've given up on changing the world. All we ask-at least on
our holiday-is to have a good time." 49 Starting with an estimated
turnout of 100,000 in 1976, spring break attendance doubled over
the next 5 years, with a record 200,000 collegians embarking to the
city in 1981. 50
Despite all the problems that had been occurring along "the
strip" in conjunction with spring break, Fort Lauderdale civic
and business leaders initially welcomed this rapid growth for the
revenue it afforded the city. While collegians poured an estimated
$30 million into the local economy in 1976, their spending neared
$100 million by the dawn of the 1980s. 51 Overall, spring break's
expansion was part of a brief resurgence in Fort Lauderdale's
tourism industry during the late 1970s when an improving national
economy helped temporarily mollify the adverse effects of the city's
decline and entice a record 3.9 million visitors to Broward County
in 1979, up from 2.1 million just 3 years earlier. 52
Unfortunately, the prosperity of the late 1970s was only
fleeting. In addition to yet another recession in the early 1980s, Fort
Lauderdale lost significant tourist dollars to the opening of Walt
Disney World's $800 million EPCOT center in October 1982. Largely
shielding Orlando from the effects of the economic downturn, the
new attraction drew nearly twenty-three million visitors in 1983. 53
With Fort Lauderdale ailing from years of neglect and escalating
competition, the total number of visitors to Broward County
· dropped after a record 1979, bottoming out in 1983 at just over three
49
50
51
52
53
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million. 54 Annual occupancy rates also plummeted, falling from 70.1
percent in 1980 to 56.2 percent in 1983, below the approximate 60
percent necessary for hoteliers to break-even for a year. 55
During these difficult years, public officials and business
leaders turned to spring break in hope of temporarily bolstering
the economy until it could fully recover. Fearing that other cities
might detract from Fort Lauderdale's collegiate crowd, Broward
County's Tourist Development Council spent $130,000 advertising
in campus newspapers in 1983 as well as taking out a full-page flier
in Rolling Stone magazine. 5 6 Furthermore, business owners poured
thousands of their own dollars into marketing the city's spring
break season. For example, George Gill, owner of 2 beachside
hotels, spent $25,000 on advertisements in 50 college newspapers. 57
In the end, with crowds surpassing 250,000 in 1983 and 300,000 in
1984, such efforts proved rewarding. 58
Thus, at the same time overall visitors to the city dropped,
spring break attendance, in contrast, continued its rapid growth.
After a sluggish winter tourist season in 1982 that saw hotel
occupancy in November and December a combined fifteen
percent below the same months in 1981, Fort Lauderdale hoteliers
became dependent on the spring break season for revenue. Frank
Buonauro, president of the Broward Hotel and Motel Association,
voiced the community's desperation in early 1983, stating "Without
the college season, we'd really all be in trouble. Thank God for the
kids." He went on, "My big concern is that the kids have enough
money, with the economy the way it is." 59
Clinging to spring break temporarily softened the blow of a
tourism industry in the doldrums, but the decision of business leaders
and government officials to embrace the tradition while ignoring its
problems did far more damage to the area's economy in the end.
54

55
56
57
58

59

Ibid., 33. Michele Cohen, "Tourism Officials Look Beyond Spring Break" in
Broward in the '80s: A Progress Report, ed. Gene Cryer (Fort Lauderdale: SunSentinel, 1985), 47.
Gail DeGeorge, "Business Hotels Flowering in Broward," The Miami Herald,
December 16, 1984.
Bill Luening, "Beach Businessmen Poised to Spring into Break Dance," The
Miami Herald, March 30, 1984.
Elizabeth Wilson, "Spring Break '84 May Be Best Ever for City Merchants," The
Miami Herald, March 21, 1984.
Patrick May, "Promoters: Rules Sour Spring Rite Spirits," The Miami Herald,
March 4, 1984; Brian Blanchard, ''Youthful Invasion is Nearly History," The
Miami Herald, April 9, 1985.
Associated Press, "Florida Tourist Businesses Counting on Students," Toledo
Blade, February 28, 1983.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol93/iss2/5

14

Schiltz: Time to Grow Up: The Rise and Fall of Spring Break in Fort Lauder

TIME TO GROW UP

209

For years Fort Lauderdale had walked a fine line, promoting itself
and enjoying a reputation as both an upscale resort city as well as a
haven for spring break excess. 60 With collegiate crowds swelling to
unprecedented numbers, the goal of attracting both demographics
proved unrealistic. By the early 1980s, the effects of hosting the
annual anarchy hindered the city's ability to entice more mature
and upscale vacationers. While there had previously been enough
tourism throughout the rest of year for motel owners to refuse rental
to college kids, the multiple problems that had been developing in
Fort Lauderdale since the 1970s in accordance with spring break had
alienated the more affluent winter trade, forcing these businesses to
rent to students in order to stay afloat. 61
After the spring break explosion of the early 1980s, Fort
Lauderdale officials found themselves in a familiar situation. With
the annual collegiate invasion clearly out of control and staining the
city's reputation, leaders felt compelled to act, but were reserved
about the future prospect of liberating the city from spring break.
Referring to the yearly flood of students, Assistant City Manager
Bob Baldwin commented in 1984, "People are just going to keep
coming: down here and there's not much we can do about it. At
some point we may have to start discouraging people from coming
here." 62 Yet, city officials were reluctant to pursue a concerted
effort targeted at ending spring break in Fort Lauderdale for fear
of conceding the reve~ue on which many businesses had come to
rely. Although such sentiment had traditionally restrained Fort
Lauderdale from taking radical measures, spring break 1985 would
forever alter this pattern.
"I'm no prude, but that stuff is pretty vile"
Over a mere six-week period in 1985, an unprecedented 350,000
collegians packed "the strip," pouring a record $120 million into
the local economy, but also causing more mayhem and destruction
than the city had ever witnessed. Ushering in a new era of collegiate
revelry, the decadent behavior of collegians and exponential
attendance growth during spring break 1985 intensified existing
. concerns and created new problems for the populace that brought
60
61
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Fort Lauderdale's spring break ad appearing in a 1983 issue of the Rolling Stone.

their already fragile relationship with the tradition to a breaking
point. Troubled by spring break's adverse impact on their city and
quality of life, Fort Lauderdale and its citizens were at a crossroads
by the mid-1980s. The city could continue embracing spring break
and hope to find a way to overcome its difficulties or it could shun
collegians and deal with the negative financial consequences.
"Whereas students' commercial contributions had traditionally
overwhelmed calls for terminating the event, a growing list
of concerns arising from the spring breaks of the early 1980s-
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especially 1985- promoted widespread sentiment among residents
that the cost of hosting the event finally outweighed its_benefits. 63
The sudden influx of students during the 1980s, for example,
became a perpetual source of inconveniences and headaches for
many citizens. As attendance rose from 100,000 in 1977 to 350,000 in
1985, the mile-and-a-half "strip" along Highway AlA maintained the
same parameters. For residents using AlA to commute to and from
work, the heavy concentration of collegians along the r~ad resulted
in constant traffic congestion that made these seemingly short trips
exhaustingjourneys. 64 During spring break 1985, traffic crept along
AlA at an average speed of 1.3 miles per hour, transforming the 2.4mile trip from East Las Olas Boulevard to Atlantic Boulevard into a
2-hour odyssey. 65 In a subsequent 1986 research poll, two-thirds of
central beach residents responded that spring break had negatively
affected their quality of life by forcing them to change their routines
or arrive late for scheduled activities. 66
Vulgar and raucous behavior of spring breakers also disgusted
Fort Lauderdale residents. Although collegians had always been
mischievous, many residents felt that their behavior in previous
decades had been relatively tame compared to that of the
students of the 1980s. Not surprisingly, such impropriety owed to
the culture of heavy drinking that had historically plagued spring
break. By the 1980s, bars that eagerly catered to collegians' thirst
for inexpensive alcohol had overtaken the city's beachfront. As the
most popular establishments used as many as one hundred beer
kegs in a day, collegiate disturbances requiring police intervention
turned from isolated incidents into nightly occurrences, resulting
in record numbers of arrests each year. 67 In addition to drunken
and disorderly behavior, the sight of s tu den ts' relieving themselves
in public cultivated concerns of impropriety among numerous
citizens. With the sudden increase in spring break attendance,
local restroom facilities were overtaxed and students often chose
to handle their business outside rather than wait in lengthy

63
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queues. 68 Combined with heavy drinking, this situation posed a
serious problem for Fort Lauderdale. As Barbara Hagdorn, owner
of Sea Isle Apartments, astutely concluded after spring break
1985, "The more you drink, the more you gotta go." She went on
to reflect residents' concerns, "Kid's don't use toilets anymore.
We're tired of public urination, defecation, and fornication." 69
While residents were upset with the way collegians conducted
themselves in public, the activities that went on behind the closed
doors of the city's beachfront bars also alarmed the local populace.
After conducting a sting operation at The Button in March 1985, city
officials revealed to an outraged public the sexualized rituals in which
collegians participated. While undercover, police officers claimed to
have witnessed simulated oral sex during the "Like a Virgin Contest,"
a young man fondle himself as part of the "Wet Willy Contest," and
students tear the tops off and grab the breasts of female contestants
in the 'Wet T-shirt Contest." On previous visits, police also alleged
that collegians consumed beer enemas, beer-vomit cocktails, and
even urine as part of the "Gross Acts Contest." After the 1985 sting
operation, the city charged and sentenced Button Disc Jockey John
Torregrossa to a year in jail for "promoting a lewd, lascivious, indecent
live show before an audience." 70 In the wake of these revelations,
Fort Lauderdale Mayor Robert Dressler echoed local indignation,
"I'm no prude, but that stuff is prettyvile." 71
That the dangerous behavior of collegians had made death a
seemingly permanent fixture of Fort Lauderdale's spring break
season also dismayed residents. Impaired by their heavy consumption
of alcohol, students often engaged in various life-threatening
activities, including "balcony jumping" in which they attempted to
reach adjoining rooms by climbing hotel balconies. From 1965 to
1986, fifteen collegians fell to their deaths while on spring break in
various Florida cities. 72 Furthermore, the flood of students crossing
Highway AlA from the bars to the beach led to numerous traffic
accidents and fatalities. The death of local high school student
Charla Laboda during spring break 1985 caused significant public
68
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outcry. After telling her mother that she was going to a barbecue at
the park, Laboda instead went to party on "the strip," on March 7,
1985. Asked by an older man if they wanted to cruise AlA, Laboda
and her friends piled into his van and left the sliding door open.
When the seventeen-year-old lost her balance, she fell from the
vehicle and struck her head on the pavement. 73 Two days later,
Laboda was removed from life supports and pronounced dead. 74
Ladoda's death was the first of three fatalities stemming from traf-ficrelated accidents during spring break 1985.75
Laboda's tragedy confirmed many citizens' fears that the
spring break scene along "the strip" lured their children away
to a dangerous place. 76 For years, local teenagers had flocked
to "the strip" during spring break to mix with college students,
often cruising along AlA on the beds of pick-up trucks or boots
of convertibles. As there was little else to do on "the strip" aside
from drinking and causing mischief, parents hoped to keep their
kids away from the district. Asked if he would allow his daughter
to go to "the strip ," Broward Sherriff Sergeant Dennis Creamer
evinced local sentiment, "She's not going there- not as long as
I'm breathing." As demonstrated by Laboda's secret venture,
however, parents were often helpless in preventing their children's
excursions to the "the strip." In the wake of her daughter's death,
Sharon O'Brien reflected many citizens' feelings regarding the
district, "I hate this place. It's so bad for kids ." 77
Along with the sorry state of "the strip," residents felt the time
had come to retake control of Fort Lauderdale's decaying beach.
Although spring break took place over a mere six weeks, the
residual problems it left behind lingered throughout the rest of
the year, both in reality and perception. Delinquency, for example,
became so dire in the area that by the early 1980s Fort Lauderdale
was widely known as the "runaway capital of America." 78 Coupled
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with the presence of these undesirables and other transients,
the annual swarm of college students and their disregard for the
beach's beauty furthered the perception among residents that the
area had become an unruly wasteland. After spring break 1984,
volunteers filled 61/2 garbage trucks with the litter collegians left
behind on the beach. 79 Police Chief Ron Cochran later indicated
residents' dismay, "the thing that saddened me the most as I walked
up and down the beach was the absolute squalor. Your feet stuck to
the pavement because of the urine, puke, and beer. Just heaps of
garbage in a tropical setting. " 80
With spring break cultivating the physical and moral
degradation of their city, the local populace grew concerned that
hosting the event was having a detrimental impact on the health of
Fort Lauderdale's long-term tourism industry. During the 1980s,
many residents realized that notoriously thrifty collegians were
not the ideal type of tourists. 81 While the average visitor to Fort
Lauderdale spent about sixty-eight dollars per day, collegians only
expended about forty-six dollars. 82 To account for limited budgets,
students crammed into hotel rooms, slept in their cars, and subsisted
on meals from fast-food restaurants. 83 In March 1983, for instance,
Fort Lauderdale's Burger King reported the highest sales volume
in the United States. This led some citizens to believe that the only
businesses to profit from spring break were establishments that
catered mainly to the college crowd.84 Thus, after the spring breaks
of the early 1980s, many residents felt that the city should diversify
its tourist trade by courting adult travelers who, in addition to more
moderate behavior, would provide a steadier source of revenue
over the entire year rather than the crash six-week period of spring
break. 85 As City Commissioner John Rodstrom stated after spring
79
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break 1985, "I'd rather have 100,000 people who spend a lot of
money than 300,000 people who spend a little money." 86
Some residents feared that spring break had hindered the
city's ability to attract more affluent tourists. George Gill spoke for
many hoteliers, ''You are not going to attract a different clientele
if they can't walk on the street at night. The harassment of tourists
is terrible." 87 Residents were concerned that the degenerate image
of spring break scared away adults and families. For many citizens,
an article in the April 1985 issue of People Magazine confirmed their
suspicions about Fort Lauderdale's reputation. Describing "the strip"
as "a sleazy mile-and-a-half-long stretch of shops, bars, and hotels ...
dead center in the salty armpit of Fort Lauderdale," the article was
a source of controversy among many local business owners who felt
increasingly imprisoned by the spring break economy. 88
Ultimately, the new era of excess ushered in by the 1980s
severed residents' fragile relationship with the tradition and set
Fort Lauderdale on a course to end its association with spring
break. Whereas spring break had helped put Fort Lauderdale on
the map during the 1960s, the unruliness of the 1980s convinced
many members of the local populace that hosting the event
was contributing to the general decay of the city. In addition to
the dilapidation of the beach and adjacent "strip," other areas
of Fort Lauderdale had long suffered from neglect and were
deteriorating. 89 Moreoyer, with many residents fleeing to the
suburbs, Fort Lauderdale's population plateaued after the boom
of the 1960s and actually declined during the 1980s for the first
time since the community's inception. 90 While citizens sought to
revitalize their city, court affluent tourists, and once again attract
new development, they perceived spring break and its increased
drunkenness, debauchery, and death as major impediments. 91 No
longer believing that spring break revenue provided a major boon
to their city and its economy, residents felt little reason to continue
tolerating collegiate delinquency. For the city of Fort Lauderdale,
the cost of hosting spring break had finally outweighed its benefits.
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"It's like a ghost town compared to what it used to be"

In the wake of 1985;s turbulence, an unprecedented number
of residents and business owners organized to demand a reduction
of spring break rowdiness. 92 Many citizens wrote Mayor Robert
Dressler, imploring him to end, or at least curb, the annual anarchy.
One angry resident described his consternation with spring break,
"I would rather be back on the battlefield of World War II than
go through these conditions- at least I could shoot back, but not
here, where you have to swallow it." 93 In response to augmented
indignation, Fort Lauderdale's Beach Advisory Board convened on
April 18, 1985 to discuss the city's future as a spring break host.
Hoping to take back their community from the grasp of collegians,
more than 250 outraged citizens packed the commission chamber
to vent their frustrations. 94 The Beach Advisory Board, spurred to
action by the onslaught of complaints, eventually approved the
creation of the Spring Break Task Force to address specifically
spring break issues on a year-round basis rather than just in the few
weeks before and after the students' arrival. 95 Faced with a clear
popular mandate to diminish the chaotic nature of the tradition,
officials enacted a number of measures to crack down on unruliness
during spring break 1986, ultimately alienating collegians and
leading to the rapid and unthinkable downfall of spring break in
Fort Lauderdale by the end of the decade. 96
To mitigate the traffic congestion and fatalities that had
plagued Highway AlA during previous spring breaks, city officials
appropriated nearly $100,000 in late 1985 to construct a temporary
barrier down the middle of the road that separated the line of bars,
hotels, and stores from the beach. Officially deemed a "vehicle
separator" but known colloquially as "the wall," the divide was a
4Y2-foot high concrete structure topped with 18 inches of chainlink fence that ran 3,000 feet from Grenada Street to Las Olas
Boulevard. 97 Installed in early February 1986 and razed after spring
92
93
94
95
96
97

Dan Ray, "Record Spring Break Leaves City Reeling," The Miami Herald, April
14, 1985.
Steve Bosquet, "Not Everyone is in Love with Spring Break," The Miami Herald,
April 12, 1985.
Easterling, Has Broward County been Mickey-Moused?, 10-11.; Paul Saltzman,
"Lauderdale Wants Breaks from Crowds," The Miami Herald, April 19, 1985.
Herald Staff, "Spring Break Task Force Planned," The Miami Herald, May 18,
1985.
Dressler, "The Death of Spring Break," 16.
Linda Robertson, "Lauderdale Has New Wall for Spring Break Madness," The
Miami Herald, January 9, 1985.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol93/iss2/5

22

Schiltz: Time to Grow Up: The Rise and Fall of Spring Break in Fort Lauder

TIME TO GROW UP

217

break had ended, "the wall" closed AlA's two southbound lanes
along "the strip" for pedestrian usage and restricted traffic to the
lanes on the opposite side of the barrier near the beach. 98 Although
"the wall" was a source of controversy among some residents for
its cost and lack of aestheticism, the structure proved effective. 99
By allowing students to cross AlA only at designated points, "the
wall" prevented pedestrians from mixing with traffic, offered little
reason to cruise aimlessly along the road, and significantly eased
congestion. One student observed during spring break 1986, ''You
can drive down 'the strip' in thirty minutes instead of two hours." 100
Fort Lauderdale also aggressively enforced formerly neglected
capacity limits and fire ordinances during spring break 1986.
Whereas officials had previously allowed businesses to pack students
into hotel rooms and bars, the city was determined to punish
such future violations. In preparation for spring break, a six-man
enforcement team visited the most notorious bars along "the strip"
in January 1986, warning managers to keep their crowds within
legal limits when the students arrived. 101 Working six nights a week
during the collegiate season, the enforcement team swiftly punished
managers found in violation of capacity ordinances. In less than
twenty-four hours, for instance, the team arrested three managers
of the Elbo Room for allowing their crowds to exceed capacity. 102
Local officials also cracked down on Fort Lauderdale's beachfront
hotels. Finding the Lauderdale Surf Hotel in violation of more than
100 fire codes, city inspectors arrested the establishment's manager
and temporarily closed the 253-room hotel until it remedied its
transgressions. 103 Forced to find alternative lodging, the hotel's two
thousand occupants, who averaged nearly eight per room, were
quite chagrined with the city's harsh measures. "It sucks monkeys'
eggs," lamented one collegian as he carried his luggage to his new
spring break accommodations- a friend's car. 104
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"The wall" during spring break 1987. Image from "The Candy Store, Fort
Lauderdale, Spring Break, 1987_0001.wmv," YouTube.com https: / / www.youtube.
com/ watch?v=NNKKvTbWDRM.

Perhaps most importantly, the city addressed the culture of
heavy drinking that had historically plagued spring break in Fort
Lauderdale and instigated collegiate rowdiness since the tradition's
genesis. At the behest of the Spring Break Task Force and Police
Chief Ron Cochran, the city passed an ordinance in late 1985 that
effectively banned open containers of alcohol while walking in public
or driving along "the strip. " 105 Moreover, Florida complied with the
National Minimum Drinking Age Act in 1985, raising the statewide
age for alcohol consumption from 19 to 21. 106 As with capacity limits
and fire codes, the city enforced these new laws aggressively, even
enlisting the help of agents from the Florida Division of Alcoholic
Beverages and Tobacco to control rowdy crowds. 107 Not surprisingly,
these ordinances were controversial among many spring breakers
who were reluctant to relinquish their public drinking privileges
without a fight. Only midway through spring break 1986, Fort
105 United Press International, ''Year-Round Drinking Ban Hits Beaches, Fort
Lauderdale Set To Shed Its Old Image," The Orlando Sentinel, December 2,
1985.
106 Lynne A. Duke, "Reaction Mixed on Drinking Bill," The Miami Herald, June 1,
1985.
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Lauderdale had nearly eclipsed the total number of arrests made
during the previous year's spring break, largely due to the new
drinking ordinances. 108 When spring break 1986 finally ended,
police had made 2,506 arrests, up from 889 in 1985. 109
For collegians and business owners alike, the impact of the
city's crackdown was immediately apparent. Students who made
the journey to spring break were disheartened to learn that Fort
Lauderdale officials had transformed their beloved haven of
decadence into what seemed to them to be a virtual police state.
One student complained, ''You can't drink on the beach. They put
walls up. It's not as wild as last year." Angered by the comparative
lack of freedom, another collegian reflected the growing consensus
among many Fort Lauderdale spring breakers, "I wouldn't come
back." He went on to assert, "It's not an appealing place. The
Bahamas is better. " 110
As news of the city's lukewarm reception, strict rules, and
police crackdowns spread across college campuses, many collegians
cancelled their trips to Fort Lauderdale. Over a 10-day period
in March 1986, hotel owner George Gill had 716 cancellations,
almost tripling his average number. m Bob Gour, manager of the
Holiday Inn-Oceanside, complained, "We're at eighty-five percent
occupancy this week, but we were full every day in March last year."
For most other beachside businesses relying on spring break, the
drop in students and r~venue was alarming. The Sunwear T-shirt
Shop, which normally did more than half its annual business in the
first three months of the year, reported a forty-five percent decrease
in sales compared with the previous year's spring break season. 112
When spring break 1986 concluded, only 300,000 collegians had
attended, down 50,000 from 1985. 113
Pleased with a calmer and more subdued spring break in
1986, the city amplified its attack on the tradition, alienating more
collegians along the way. On February 24, 1987, only a few months
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110 Associated Press, "Students Say Rules Ruining Spring Break," The Orlando
Sentinel, March 16, 1986.
111 Scott A. Zamost, "Breakers Skipping the Strip, Police Crackdown Scares off
Students," Sun-Sentinel, March 30, 1986.
112 Andrew Froman and Marlene Sokol, "Lauderdale to Pull Welcome Mat from
College Kids," The Miami Herald, April 6, 1986.
113 Kevin Allen, "A Tamer Break Comes to an End," Sun-Sentinel, April 6, 1986.
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after Robert Dressler had resigned from office in preparation
for a failed state senate bid, newly appointed Mayor Robert Cox
appeared on ABC's Good Morning America to tell an audience of five
million viewers that Fort Lauderdale was attracting more collegians
for spring break than the city could realistically handle. 114 Speaking
alongside Daytona Beach Mayor Larry Kelly, Cox expressed to
anchor Joan Lunden his hopes that students would instead choose
Daytona Beach. "We could use far less," Cox said. "I'm glad the
mayor of Daytona Beach is here. I hope he can entice a few of them
off to his fair city. " 115
While Cox avoided explicitly telling collegians to stay away
from Fort Lauderdale, many students assumed his message meant
they were unwelcome in his city for spring break. Coupled with
the city's maintenance of its drinking ordinances and reinstallation
of "the wall" during spring break 1987, Cox's message helped
Fort Lauderdale quickly relinquish its traditional status among
collegians as the indisputable spring break mecca. 116 As Martin
Axelrod, then-president of Northwestern University's Associate
Student Government, stated in 1987, "Fort Lauderdale has been
popular for a long time, but it's not the automatic spot to go to any
more." 117 While 300,000 students reveled in Fort Lauderdale for
spring break 1986, attendance dropped to 250,000 in 1987. 11 8
Although the city's efforts pleased residents, the rapidity in
which spring break attendance and revenues had declined distressed
many local business owners, causing some to question whether they
should once again court collegians. As Fort Lauderdale attempted to
deemphasize its reliance on collegiate tourism, the city's repressive
measures placed businesses in a difficult transitional period. Along
with alienating collegians, Fort Lauderdale maintained its negative
reputation among more mature tourists. Thus, most local business
owners suddenly lost significant income without gaining substantial

114 Ron Ishoy, "Mayor Cox on Spring Break: Simmer Down," The Miami Herald,
February 25, 1987.
115 Herald Staff, "Send Students to Fort Lauderdale, Mayor Cox Tells the Nation,"
The Miami Herald, March 1, 1987.
116 Lyda Longa, "City Proves there is Life after Spring Break- Ft. Lauderdale
Basking in Banishment of Breakers," Daytona B each News-Journal, February 27,
2002.
117 Associated Press, "Fort Lauderdale: Now it's Where the Boys (and Girls)
Aren't," The Orlando Sentinel, March 2, 1987.
118 Scott A. Zamost, "Breaking Away: Upperclassmen are Bypassing Fort
Lauderdale for Their Spring Vacations," Sun-Sentinel, March 1, 1987.
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revenue from other demographics to replace it.11 9 Former mayor
Robert Dressler addressed the situation in 1987, "We've got an
unfortunate situation right now, but if people remember back two
years ago, we had an intolerable situation. Changes had to be made.
I think people would like to have seen it happen more gradually." 120
After yet another sluggish spring break in 1987, a group of
about fifty merchants petitioned the city council for temporary
tax relief to make up for lost income. "This season is a disaster
as you know," said Bob Motwani, owner of the Merrimac Beach
Resort. "The small motel and hotel owners make on the average
fifty percent of their money during the spring break, and that
carries them for the rest of the year. We did not have spring break
the way we thought. " 121 While the staunchest opponents of the
city's crackdown were beachfront bar managers, after spring break
1987, some local business owners who had previously been ardent
supporters of taming spring break began clamoring for a return of
students. Despite considerable outcry, the city refused to acquiesce
to popular demands and continued shunning collegians. 122
As local officials remained committed to transforming the city's
image, spring break in Fort Lauderdale rapidly fizzled out by the
end of the 1980s. For spring break 1988, only 140,000 collegians
journeyed to Fort Lauderdale. "It's like a cemetery," one spring
breaker lamented as he packed his bags to leave Fort Lauderdale
for Key West. "It's like a ghost town compared to what it used to be.
There is nobody here." 1-23 Spending $56 million, students provided
roughly half of the revenue that they had three years earlier. 124
Although many businesses suffered because of the dramatic drop in
spring break attendance, the city continued to enforce aggressively
its fire codes and capacity limits. During spring break 1989, for
example, Fort Lauderdale charged the infamous beachfront bar
the Candy Store, with 52 code violations, amounting to more than
119 "Fort Lauderdale on Right Track in its Approach to Spring Break," Sun-Sentinel,
March 14, 1987.
120 Robert L. Steinback, "Hoteliers Seek New Beach Image as Break Dwindles,"
The Miami Herald, March 26, 1987.
121 Associated Press, "Merchants Ask City for Tax Break Lean College Crowd
Hurts Fort Lauderdale," The Orlando Sentinel, April 17, 1987.
122 Steinback, "Hoteliers Seek New Beach Image as Break Dwindles."
123 Associated Press, "From Spring Break to Spring Bust Fort Lauderdale: 'Looks
like a Ghost Town' to Those Who Still Show Up," The Orlando Sentinel, March
21, 1988.
124 Neely Tucker, "Spring Break's Losers Revamp for Tamer Times," The Miami
Herald, April 10, 1988.
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$76,000 in fines. Many local business owners who catered heavily
to the collegiate crowd feared that city officials were purposely
targeting their establishments. Mike Brinkely, attorney for the
Candy Store, reflected such suspicions, "The city is going out of its
way. It looks like they're doing their best to find anything to shut the
[Candy Store] down." 125 By the end of the decade, Fort Lauderdale's
quest to disassociate itself from the tradition was nearly complete.
Four years after an unprecedented 350,000 collegians had made
their annual pilgrimages to the city, a mere 20,000 returned to Fort
Lauderdale for spring break in 1989. 126
"More people are willing to be here when the kids aren't here"

In the years just after Fort Lauderdale abdicated its spring
break throne, Daytona Beach, Florida assumed favored status
among students. During the 1970s, with many local businesses
suffering in lieu of Walt Disney World's opening, Daytona Beach
officials had initiated an aggressive campaign to court collegians
in the hope of supplementing lost tourist dollars. Attempting to
break South Florida's traditional stronghold on the hearts and
minds of America's youth, the city even hired helicopters during
one spring break to drop Ping-Pong balls along the beaches of Fort
Lauderdale with notes advertising Volusia County. Thus, when Fort
Lauderdale voluntarily withdrew from spring break festivities in
the mid-l 980s, Daytona Beach eagerly stepped in to fill the void. 127
No longer competing with Fort Lauderdale, Daytona Beach
attracted an unprecedented 400,000 collegians for spring
break 1989, leaving the city reeling and frustrating the local
populace. 128 Referring to his appearance two years earlier on Good
Morning America, Daytona Beach Mayor Larry Kelly commented,
"[Mayor Cox] turned to me and said, 'You can have them.' And
I got them. " 129 While officials had initially welcomed this growth,
Daytona Beach ironically went through the same identity crisis as
Fort Lauderdale. Despite a tremendous boost in revenue, spring
125 Beth Duff Sanders, "Fort Lauderdale Hits Candy Store with 52 Violations,"
Sun-Sentinel, April 7, 1989.
126 Herald Staff, "Where the Boys Aren't... Should Lauderdale Try to Entice
Students Again?" The Miami Herald, December 23, 1990.
127 Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State ofDreams, 318-319.
128 Derek Catron, "1989 Spring Break- A Look Back at the Year that Left Daytona
Beach Reeling," Daytona Beach News-Journal, March 22, 2009.
129 Beth Duff Sanders, "Daytona Asks Fort Lauderdale's Advice on Spring Break,"
The Orlando Sentinel, December 22, 1989.
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break 1989 provided a period of excess that created a desire among
residents to curb the mayhem and court more mature tourists. 130
Echoing sentiments previously held by many Fort Lauderdale
residents, one Daytona Beach citizen complained after spring
break 1989, "The residents that live on the peninsula are fed up.
The beer parties, the parking, the trash, we don't want that in our
community anymore." Confronted by mounting public pressure,
Daytona Beach sought to distance itself from the tradition soon
after, eventually seeking advice from Fort Lauderdale officials
concerning methods to control the annual anarchy. 131
Although collegians had largely abandoned Fort Lauderdale,
the city faced an uphill battle to revamp its tarnished image. To
combat this reputation, Fort Lauderdale embarked on an aggressive
campaign to breathe new life into its central beach district. As part
of an effort to make Fort Lauderdale "the best city of its size by
1994," city voters in November 1986 approved a $44.7 million bond
referendum for various quality of life projects such as a downtown
riverwalk, city park improvements, and a children's science
museum. The bond also appropriated nearly fourteen million
dollars for an ambitious beach revitalization project. 132 Completed
in 1993, the project gave a much-needed facelift to the city's "strip"
and beachfront that included landscaping, a twenty-eight-foot high
skywalk crossing AlA to the beach, and a palm-lined, beachside
promenade highlighted with fiber-optic lighting. 133
While this renovation slowly attracted new development, most
beachfront bars, stores, and mom-and-pop motels were unable to
hold on until the city's economic plan brought new business.134
One by one, city officials and private developers bought and
demolished these historic establishments to make way for parking
lots, luxury hotels, and high-rise condominium developments. 135
With the razing of the final vestiges of spring break, most of the
criminals, transients, and other undesirables quickly deserted
"the strip." By 1994, with reports of crimes down fourteen percent
compared with 1988, one beachfront hotel manager put it simply,
130 Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State ofDreams, 318-319.
131 Sanders, "Daytona Asks Fort Lauderdale's Advice on Spring Break."
132 Randye Hoder, "Officials Give Progress Report on Bond Projects-Six
Projects," Sun-Sentinel, May 24, 1988.
133 Gillis, Fort Lauderdale: The Venice of America, 154.
134 Sue Reisinger, "City Embraces a Wealthier Spring Break," The Miami Herald,
March 28, 1999.
135 Gillis, Fort Lauderdale: The Venice of America, 154.
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"The beach is much safer than it ever was." 136 Ultimately, the
opening of the privately funded, $22 million, Beach Place in 1997
signaled the rebirth of Fort Lauderdale's central beach district.
Built where some of the most infamous "s~rip" bars once stood,
Beach Place is a three-story open-air mall that houses a variety of
upscale restaurants, retail stores, and nightclubs. 137
As civic officials and private businesses overhauled "the strip,"
Fort Lauderdale has been remarkably successful in overcoming its
tainted reputation. After a brief transitional period, Fort Lauderdale
now enjoys a more diverse and lucrative tourism industry. As Nikki
Grossman, president of the Greater Fort Lauderdale Convention
and Visitors Bureau, stated in 2001, "More people are willing
to be here when the kids aren't here." While 350,000 collegians
contributed an estimated $120 million to the local economy in 1985
($ 197 million in 2001 dollars), during that same period in 2001,
Fort Lauderdale attracted 650,000 vacationers-mostly families
and business travelers- who spent more than $600 million . 138 Fort
Lauderdale's tourism industry continues to thrive today. As recently
as March 2012, Orbitz.com ranked Fort Lauderdale fourth among
the top ten most desired spring vacation destinations, behind only
Orlando, Las Vegas, and New York City, in a review of trips booked
on the travel site. 139
Thus, Fort Lauderdale has managed to overcome its immature
past and disassociate itself from the tradition it helped establish.
Although students have largely moved on to other destinations,
Fort Lauderdale still attracts a sizeable, albeit comparatively paltry
and more controllable, collegiate spring break crowd. For spring
break 2012, city officials expected ten thousand collegians- a far cry
from the unruly mobs of the mid-1980s. 140 Regardless of the city's
upscale transformation, spring break and Fort Lauderdale will
always play an important role in each other's narrative. While Fort
Lauderdale gave birth to the spring bacchanalia that has become a
rite of passage for today's college students, the tradition, in many
ways, put the city on the map, distinguishing it from the countless
136 Karen Rafinski, "New Beach Attraction: User-Friendly Cops," The Miami Herald,
May 14, 1995.
137 Tracy Kolody, "Beach Place Shoppers Test the Waters- Lauderdale's Unfinished
Mall Offers Early Peek," Sun-Sentinel, January 16, 1997.
138 Lyda Longa, "City Proves there is Life after Spring Break," Daytona Beach News]ournal, February 27, 2002.
139 Arlene Satchell, "Fort Lauderdale Remains Favorite for Spring Break," SunSentinel, March 11, 2012.
140 Ibid.
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resorts littering Florida's coastline. As generation after generation
of students invaded Fort Lauderdale, however, the populace
continually had to pick up the pieces after they left. Whereas
collegians' commercial contributions had traditionally muted calls
for ending the event, the wild crowds of the 1980s severed citizens'
increasingly fragile relationship with spring break. As students at
one time or another had to quit their partying and grow up, by the
mid-l 980s many residents felt their city should do the same. Hence,
Fort Lauderdale and American college students have amicably
parted ways and moved onto bigger and better things. Nevertheless,
Fort Lauderdale will forever maintain an iconic place, both in the
annals of spring break history and in the memories of millions of
adults who spent a wild week of their youths reveling on the beach
and along "the strip."
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